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Her voice was so loud that some men engaged in washing
down the deck of one of the ships, stopped working, and
stared at her with their hands shading their eyes. Gulls were
swooping round the bows. In stormy weather they are carried
inland, up the river. Out at sea the sky looked black.
I told Florence that this love of hers ought, at least, to pre-
serve her from degrading adventures. She made no reply, and
I pressed the point.
'What would Augustin have thought of that absurd
Hourtinatr
She burst out laughing:
* What he would really have despised would have been your
terror at the thought of losing your position in the world of
the "upper crust": the thought of Hourtinat in the middle of
that cobweb society, laying about him and destroying its tiny
labours, would merely have amused him.'
To this I replied that Augustin had had a longing for
perfection, for renunciation. How completely master of him-
self that full-blooded young man had been! I had a feeling that
this argument had got under my sister's defences, and I de-
veloped it with a crafty display of eloquence. I swore that her
salvation was more important to me than anything else in the
world, that I would gladly sacrifice my position among the
Sons, provided she could be saved. As God is my witness,
when I spoke those words I was utterly sincere. The hour of
high-tide was approaching, and with it, as usual, a wind from
the west. Lights began to show in an estaminet where foreign
sailors sat drinking gin, whisky and schnapps. A heavily made-
up woman in a wrap appeared at the door of a brothel. I put
Florence's fur coat round her shoulders. Augustin, by teaching
her to despise the world, had launched her on the road to
perdition: could he not now bring her salvation by restoring